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THE SEX RELATION IN SUICIDE. 
By Frederick L. Hoffman. 



Some years ago I commenced the collection of statistics 
of suicide, for several states and cities of this country, for 
the purpose of an article to be published in the Arena* 
Among the tables which I compiled at the time were several 
which could not be made use of in the paper as subsequently 
published. The most important of these were those relat- 
ing to the proportion of the sexes, which are given below for 
the purpose of placing at the command of the student and 
writer on moral statistics the facts as they pertain to certain 
states and cities of this country. As is well known, there 
are only a few states of the forty-four which comprise this 
nation that maintain efficient bureaus of registration. Only 
those which publish the most trustworthy statistics have been 
included in the following tables. Most of our large cities, 
through their Health Department, collect and publish vital 
statistics, but many do not distinguish the sex of decedent, 
and these of course have had to be left out of the collection 
of ratios in the tables below. Among those which publish 
valuable statistics without stating the sex of decedents may 
be mentioned the city of Chicago, from which city I have 
returns for the period 1881-93, with an aggregate total of 
2026 cases. It is very unfortunate that this should be the 
case. The first table presents the returns for eight American 
states, with an aggregate total of nearly 10,000 cases. I give 
in each instance, first, the period for which the total number 
is reported ; second, the aggregate total of cases ; third, the 
number of men; fourth, the number of women; fifth, the 
ratio of men to total suicides, and, finally, the ratio of 
women to suicides. Unless otherwise stated, when reference 

* Suicide and Modern Civilization, Arena, Boston, May, 1893. 
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is made to sex relation in the aggregate total, the proportion 
of women to the total number is referred to. 

TABLE I. 
Sex Relation in Suicide in Eight American States. 



States. 


Period 
of Years. 


Total 
Suicides. 


Males. 


Females. 


Per Cent 
Males. 


Per Cent 
Females. 




1851-92 
1866-92 
1865-92 
1880-92 
1880-91 
1870-91 
1888-90 
1885-92 


5,141 
737 
548 
631 
202 

1,280 
358 

1,011 


3,977 
555 
422 
525 
102 
980 
288 
858 


1,164 

182 
126 
106 

40 
300 

70 
153 


77.4 
75.3 
77.0 
83.2 
80.2 
70.6 
80.0 
84.9 


22.6 


Connecticut — 

New Hampshire. . . . 


23.0 
16.8 
19.8 
23.4 




20.0 




15.1 










9,908 


7,767 


2,141 


78.4 


21.6 



According to this table 21.6 per cent of all suicides reported 
were women. The highest ratio recorded is for Vermont, 
and the lowest for California. In view of the fact that Ver- 
mont is a strictly rural state, it will he difficult to explain the 
high rate of female suicides for that state, on the almost 
universally accepted theory, that density of population and 
the presence of large cities are conducive to bring about an 
equality between the sexes in suicide and crime.* Rhode 
Island is the most densely populated state in the Union 
(318.44 per square mile), yet the proportion of female sui- 
cides is several per cent below that of Vermont. Massachu- 
setts stands next to Rhode Island, with a density of 278.48 
per square mile, yet the proportion of female suicides is only 
22.6, while rural Vermont and Michigan, with a density of 
only 36.39 and 36.46 per square mile, respectively, show a 
higher rate than either Massachusetts and Rhode Island. 
As regards the influence of the proportion of the sexes in the 
general population, both Vermont and Michigan contain pro- 
portionally less women than men, while in Massachusetts and 
Rhode Island the females exceed the males by several per 

* O'Dea, Suicide, p. 152. 
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cent. To be exact, the proportion of women to 100,000 men 
is as follows : Vermont, 96,320 ; Michigan, 91,787 ; Massachu- 
setts, 105,840; and Rhode Island, 105,628. If, therefore, the 
actual number were based on the respective population the 
result would be still more unfavorable to the two rural states 
used for comparison. 

The next table contains the returns for 23 representative 
American cities, with an aggregate total of 10,138 cases. 

TABLE II. 
Suicides According to Sex in 23 American Cities. 



Cities. 


Period 

of Years. 


Total 
Suicides. 


Males. 


Females. 


Fer Cent 
Males. 


Per Cent 
Females. 


New York, N. Y 

Brooklyn, N. Y 


1869-91 

1866-92 

1889-92 

1887-92 

1871-93 

1875-92 

1881-93 

1890-92 

1891-93 

1886 

1890-92 

1876-92 

1888-89 

1885-87 

1856-92 

1889-93 

1880-92 

1888-89 

1876-92 

1891-93 

1889-91 

1890-93 

1889-92 


4,073 

1,786 

338 

583 

974 

489 

C18 

159 

102 

12 

64 

255 

52 

78 

276 

14 

103 

14 

64 

18 

8 

25 

33 


3,239 

1,455 

262 

447 

760 

399 

548 

122 

78 

9 

50 

208 

40 

65 

207 

11 

79 

11 

51 

14 

6 

20 

26 


834 

331 

76 

136 

214 

90 

70 

37 

24 

3 

14 

47 

12 

13 

69 

3 

24 

3 

13 

4 

2 

5 

7 


79.5 
81.4 
77.5 
76.6 
78.0 
81.5 
88.0 
76.7 
76.4 
75.0 
78.1 
81.6 
76.9 
83.3 
75.0 
78.5 
76.7 
78.5 
79.6 
77.7 
75.0 
80.0 
78.7 


20.5 
18.6 
22.5 
23.4 




22.0 


San Francisco, Cal. .. 


18.5 
11.3 

23.3 




23.6 


Buffalo, N. Y 


25.0 


Washington, D. C 

Hudson Co., N. J 

New Haven, Conn — 


21.9 
18.4 
23.1 
16.7 
25.0 
21.5 
23.3 
21.5 




20.4 




22.3 


Hartford, Conn 

San Antonio, Tex — 


25.0 
20.0 
21.3 






10,138 


8,107 


2,031 


80.0 


20.0 



The highest ratios reported are for Providence, R. I., 
Buffalo, N. Y., and Lynn, Mass. The lowest ratio reported 
is for San Francisco, Cal. The ratio for Providence is slightly 
above that for the state of Rhode Island, while the low rate 
for San Francisco is in harmony with the low rate for the 
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state of California. It is somewhat curious that the three 
cities, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and Washington, should show 
such a similarity in their proportion of female to total sui- 
cides. Out of the total of 23 cities only five show ratios 
below 20 per cent, while in no instance is a higher rate than 
25 per cent reported. The average ratio for all cities is 20 
per cent, a ratio, however, which is strongly affected by the 
long period for New York city and Philadelphia and Provi- 
dence, and the short period for the other 20 cities. In most 
cases the female population of our large cities exceed the 
male population by several per cent, which, as in the case of 
Rhode Island and Massachusetts, would make the actual 
ratio still lower for women and higher for men. I have 
attempted to present as complete a return as possible, but, 
due to the fact that many cities issue reports which could 
not be utilized, and, further, that for many cities the returns 
for long periods could not be obtained, I have not been able 
to make this table as complete as would have been desirable. 
For the purpose of comparison with European data, I 
have compiled from the work of Morselli the following table, 

table in. 

The Sex Relation in Suicide in European States (After Morselli). 



States. 


Period 

of Years. 


Total 
Suicides. 


Males. 


Females. 


Per Cent 
Males. 


Per Cent 
Females. 




1831-74 
1856-73 
1845-76 
1803-90 
1836-76 
1816-76 
1806-76 
1847-76 
1836-76 
1851-77 
1864-77 


10,677 
2,475 
10,397 
51,180 
5,722 
114,364 
4,912 
17,677 
140,180 
16,500 
11,671 


8,407 
1,892 
7,908 

38,133 
4,702 

92,970 
3,947 

14,901 
108,066 

13,007 
9,319 


2,270 
583 

2,489 
13,053 

1,020 

21,394 

965 

3,586 
32,114 

2,953 

2,352 


78.7 
76.4 
76.1 
74.5 
82.2 
81.3 
80.4 
79.7 
77.1 
82.2 
79.8 


21.3 
23.6 
23.9 
25.5 
17.8 
18.7 
19.6 
20.3 
22.9 
17.8 
20.2 




England and Wales 












Italy 




Total and average . . 




406,657 


318,430 


88,227 


78.4 


21.6 



which gives the proportion of the sexes in suicide for 11 
European states.* Some additions have been made in the 

* Morselli, Suicide, p. 196. English edition. 
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case of England and Wales, which bring the returns for that 
country down to 1890. 

The returns are for 11 European states, with an aggregate 
total of over 406,000 cases, of which 21.6 per cent were 
women. I know of no instance in which the so-called "law 
of large numbers " has a more complete justification than in 
this remarkable instance. From a comparison of the sex 
relation in the 10,138 cases of eight American states with 
the 406,657 cases of suicide in Europe, it will be found that 
the percentage of females for both sections of the world is 
exactly the same, namely, 21.6 per cent. 

To complete my statement of sex relation to suicide I will 
add a table for Canada and Australia, with a total of some 
1200 cases for only short periods of time. The data have 
been obtained from the Census of Canada, the Report of the 
Registrar-General for the Province of Ontario, the Statistical 
Register of New South Wales for 1892, and the Statistics of 
Tasmania for 1892. 

TABLE IV. 
Sex Relation in Suicide in Canada and Australia. 



Province of Ontario . . 
Province of Quebec*.. 
Colony of New South 

Walest 

Tasmania^ 



Period 
of Years. 


Total 
Suicides. 


Males. 


Females. 


Per Cent 
Males. 


1888-90 


179 


140 


39 


78.2 


1890 


10 


14 


2 


87.5 


1883-92 


1,084 


870 


184 


82.5 


1892 


59 


54 


5 


91.5 



Per Cent 
Females. 



21.8 
12.5 



17.5 
8.5 



* Census of Canada, 1801, Vol. II, p. 132. t Statistical Register for New South Wales, 
1894, p. 557. t Statistics of Tasmania, 1892. 

The ratio for Ontario shows a close correspondence to the 
ratio for Massachusetts, while the low ratio of Quebec must 
be accounted for as being due to the predominating Catholic 
element of the population.* The low ratio for New South 
Wales corresponds to the ratio for California, and in part can 



* According to the last Census the Koinan Catholic element formed 87 per cent of the 
total population. 
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be accounted for as being due to an excess of males and a 
large Chinese element of the population, aside from local 
economic causes, to which in part is due the high rate of 
suicide prevailing in California and Australia.* 

The data thus far presented bear out the well-known and 
often-repeated law, " that in all civilized countries the pro- 
portion of the sexes in suicide is as one woman to three or 
four men." "It is true," as Morselli adds, "in some statisti- 
cal series a return, sometimes large, sometimes smaller, is 
obtained, but the divergence is hardly of one and at the most 
of two units beyond these limitations."! The tables for the 
American states and cities verify the figures and assertions 
of Morselli, and it only remains for me to add a few statis- 
tics of the sex relation according to certain periods in reply 
to the open question whether suicide has increased in recent 
years more among the members of one than among the mem- 
bers of the other sex. 

Mr. Havelock Ellis, in his recent work on " Man and 
Woman," has called attention to the fact that in most coun- 
tries there appears to be a tendency for the proportion of 
female suicides to decrease, or, as he explains it, " one should 
rather say women have taken a smaller share than men in 
the modern development of suicide."$ The statistics pre- 
sented in the two tables below would appear on the whole to 
support this tendency, noted by Legoyt, Morselli, Ellis, and 
others. The first table shows the sex proportion for five 
American states and England and Wales for a number of 
five-year periods. Most of the ratios for New England states 
have been compiled from Dr. D. R. Dewey's article on " Sui- 
cide in New England."§ 

* In New South Wales the proportion of the sexes in the aggregate population is 54.34 per 
cent males to 45.66 per cent females. 
t Morselli, Suicide, p. 189. 
% Man and Woman, by Havelock Ellis, p. 331. 
§ Journal of the American Statistical Association, Vol. III. 
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TABLE V. 
Showing the Relative Proportion of Female Suicide by Quinquennial 

Periods. 



States. 


1851-55. 


1856-60. 


1861-65. 


1866-70. 


1871-75. 


1876-80. 


1881-85. 


1886-90. 


Massachusetts 


29.6 


24.2 
28.2 


25.2 
26.7 


23.0 
24.5 
19.4 

25.8 


21.0 
31.5 
21.6 

25.9 


18.3 
26.2 
26.7 
26.1 
26.7 
24.9 


22.8 
20.2 
28.5 

21.5 
25.0 


21.8 
9.7 




27.2 




17.6 




20.6 


England and Walest 


24.0 



* For 1878-84 and 1886-91. t For 1858-60, 1863-67, 1868-71, 1872-76 (after Morselli). 

TABLE VI. 
Showing the Sex Proportion in Suicide by Five-Year Periods for American 

Cities. 



City. 


1871-75. 


1876-80. 


1881-85. 


1886-90. 




23.9 
16.0 
22.3 

26.9 


19.2 
15.8 
17.7 
21.6 

32.4 
23.5 
22.7 


18.5 
18.7 
22.2 
15.7 
28.6 
25.8 
21.0 
20.8 






22.1 
25.3 
11.4 
23.3 
5.1 
11.8 
13.5 















For Massachusetts and England and Wales the periods 
covered are of almost the same length. The decrease has 
been most marked in Massachusetts, which in 1851-55 had a 
ratio of 29.6 per cent against a present ratio of only 21.8 per- 
cent. Vermont shows a considerable increase, from a very 
favorable ratio in 1866-70 to the highest on record for the 
period 1886-90. The ratio for Rhode Island, which, accord- 
ing to Table I is 23 per cent for the period 1865-92, shows 
the abnormally low ratio of 9.7 per cent, for which I offer no 
explanation. With the exception of Vermont, there has 
therefore been a decrease in the proportion of women suicides 
to the aggregate total. On examination of Table VI this 
will also be found to be true for most of the cities included 
in this table. Boston and Philadelphia are the only two 
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cities which show an increase in the ratio of female suicide, 
while Providence, R. I., corresponding to the cities for the 
state in Table V, makes returns for the abnormal ratio of 
only 5.1 per cent. The statistics for Rhode Island and Provi- 
dence are perhaps the most trustworthy and complete in 
the country, and the low ratio cannot be accounted for by 
throwing doubt on the accuracy of the returns for the period 
of 1886-90. Unknown causes, for which I offer no explana- 
tion, must have produced this abnormal condition. 

On the basis of the above table it would therefore appear 
that the sex relation in suicide is about the same for this 
country as for the states of Europe, and that, notwithstand- 
ing the general increase in suicide, there has been manifest a 
tendency towards a decrease in the relative proportion of 
suicides of women to total suicides. This fact, taken in con- 
nection with the well-known change in the economic and 
social condition of women in this country, especially in the 
New England states, would make it appear that the causes 
that operate to produce an increase in the general rate of 
suicide affect one sex in a different manner and to a different 
degree than the other so-called weaker sex. But my aim in 
this paper has not been to assign or explain cause, but simply 
to present the facts as they pertain to certain states and cities 
of the United States. 



